
CONGRESSMAN OLVER FIGHTS MASSIVE CUT IN LOW-INCOME HOME ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (LIHEAP) FUNDING

  
         WASHINGTON – Congressman John W. Olver (1st District) has joined 70 of his colleagues in sending a letter to the House Labor, Health and Human Services Appropriations Conferees asking them to adopt the Senate's LIHEAP funding allocation of $2 billion in the FY2004 Labor HHS spending bill. The House-passed Labor HHS Appropriations Bill allocated $1.7 billion in regular LIHEAP funding with $100 million in emergency funding. The Senate allocated $2 billion in regular LIHEAP funding.

         Under the Senate bill, Massachusetts would receive $82.6 billion in LIHEAP funding. The House bill would provide only $70.1 billion, representing a loss of $12.5 million in LIHEAP funding.

         "LIHEAP is critical to help low-income families and senior citizens address the burdens of high energy costs," Olver said. "LIHEAP is already woefully under-funded, yet demand for energy assistance continues to grow, caused by high unemployment levels, rising energy prices and unpredictable weather conditions. I recognize the impact that the weak economy and the high price of energy has had on low- and fixed-income energy consumers. Low-income energy assistance must be increased to avoid a crisis."

         LIHEAP provides assistance to 4 million households nationwide. Yet this represents only about 15 percent of the 30 million households eligible for assistance.

         Last year, states had approximately $2 billion available to serve low-income families; therefore, any reduction in the regular grant program below the Senate allocation will represent a cut in federal assistance to working families, seniors and disabled individuals. Fully funding the state grant program will ensure that states have the maximum amount of resources available to serve low-income families.

         According to the Energy Information Agency (EIA), this year's energy prices have significantly increased since 2002. Prices are 30 percent higher for natural gas, 60 percent higher for heating oil, 25 percent higher for propane and 11 percent higher for electricity. The Energy Administration Information is forecasting that natural gas prices will increase 10 to 15 percent higher this winter and that heating oil prices will equal last year's. But the latter is only true if world oil prices do not rise, we do not have a cold winter and refineries quickly build up inventories this fall.

         Given the current level of unemployment and slow economic growth and the remaining energy burden faced by low-income households, demand for LIHEAP assistance is likely to remain high and continue to grow during the next fiscal year. As energy prices continue their rise, the purchasing power of LIHEAP will continue to fall.

         ###

         For more information, contact John Keeney, director of the Massachusetts LIHEAP program, at 978-342-4520.
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